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LAO BAO

Lao Bao is situated along Route QL 9 in sparsely populated,
extreme northwestern Quang Tri Province, adjacent to the Laotian
border and just 17 miles south of the DMZ (see 1:250,000 map). It
lies 7 miles west of Lang Veil, site of the former US Special Forces -
South Vietnamese military camp that was part of the South Vietnamese
border-net monitoring infiltration (see 1:50,000 map). Although Lao
Bao was completely destroyed before the January 1973 cease-fire,
several small Buildings were erected 1n the area in early 1973.

Now under Communist control, the Lao Bac area for years has been
a channel for passage of NVA forces and materiel Into South Vietnam
and was heavily bombed during the Vietnam conflict. Much of the
Communist infiltration through this general area was concentrated
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail network in Laos, however, to the west of
Lao Bao, and along trails, tracks, and roads funneling into Route 608,
which intersects Route QL 9 about 13 miles east of Lao Bao., Lao Bao
i3 not a good point for monitoring infiltration because of its low
topographic position, the dense vegetation in the area, and the
ground-hugging clouds that commonly persist for several days at a
time during the rainy season.

Helicopter travel will provide the most efficient means of entry
to Lao Bao. The old landing strips at Lao Bao, Lang Vei, and the two

nearby airstrips across the border in Laos are all overgrown with scrub
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vegetation and are not usable by fixed-wing aircraft (see Sketch Map).
Resupply by air may be difficult as poor flying weather is common in
this part of Vietnam throughout much of the year. Early morning
flights may be impossible on many days during the November—to-April
dry season as fog may not "burn-off" untll mid-morning and may persist
all day. Low-lying clouds, driving rain, strong winds, and thunder-
storm turbulence during the May-to-October rainy season may force
suspension of air operations on any given day.

Road access from the coastal city of Quang Tri, some 57 miles to
the east, is by Route QL 1 to Dong Ha and then by Route QL 9 to Lao
Bao (see 1:250,000 map). In the past, estimates of road travel time
from Quang Tri varied from 3 to 12 hours, depending on road conditions
and assuming all bridges were in place. Presently, travel along
hard-surfaced Route QL 1 is blocked by several destroyed bridges and
surface cratering, particularly nor;hwest of Quang Tri. Similarly,
numerous bridges have been destroyed on Route QL 9 between Dong Ha
and Lang Kat; most of these bridges -- and the smaller bridges on
Route QL 1 -- could be replaced or bypassed during the dry season
without much delay. Repafr of the 787-foot bridge spanning the Song
Thach Han, west of the city of Quang Tri,Ahowever, would require s
major engineering effort.

The French "macadamized" Route QL 9 between Dong Ha and Lao Bao,
but the route has‘deteriorated to an all-weather laterite surface for
most of its length. The road should support two-way traffic to a
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point between Thon An Thai Thuong and Thon Son Lam; thereafter, it
narrows in its extension to Lao Bao. Westward from Lang Kat, the

road surface is markedly deteriorated, except for a short section

near the Route 608 intersection, and may have only marginal all-weather
capacity to Lao Bao.

Lao Bao is situated in the valley of the Xe Pon (River) at an
elevation of about 690 feet (see photo). Steep-sloped terrain borders
the valley with elevations of 1,600 feet in the immediate vicinity
of Lao Bao. A dense double-canopied rainforest covers the less
accessible, higher slopes that have not been cleared by slash-and-burn
agriculture of the tribes. An almost continuous, single canopy forest,
with trees 60 to 70 feet tall carpets the slopes of somewhat lower
elevation; the forest floor 1s fairly clear of undergrowth. Both of
these forest types almost preclude air observation and render ground
surveillance difficult. Away from the steeper slopes the canopy is
discontinuous with trees about 20 feet tall and numerous vines, shrubs,
and some grassland occurring in areas previously cleared for slash~and-
burn agriculture (shown as "Heavy Scrub" on Sketch Map). Offroad
vehicular traffic in any of these forested areas is generally impossible,
and personnel on foot will normally use one of the many trails in the
area. Along streams, thick intertwining vegetation with many vines
and exposed roots impedes movement; trees here are commonly 20 to 30

feet tall. Some bamboo thickets are also found along streams in this
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area. (The 1:50,000 scale map erroneously depicts bamboo as being
widespread in the Lao Bao area.) Several abandoned and now partly
overgrown coffee plantations are located in the Lao Bao area.

Over 90 percent of the annual rainfall at Lao Bao normally
falls during the wet season, May through October; each of the wettest
months, July through September, has more than 13-1/2 inches of rain.
(In contrast, Quang Tri has its greatest rainfall during the period
September through January.) Although the days may be warm, Or even
hot, nights in the rainy season are often cold, and a lined field
jacket, gloves, and head covering are recommended for comfort. During
much of the dry season, the days are frequently hot, but nights are
cool and long-sleeved shirts are needed. Rainfall during the heart
of the dry season, December to February, is negligible. Occasional
showers occur during March, April, and November, immediately before
and after the rainy season.

The indigenous population in the Lao Bao area was comprised of
Montagnards of the Bru tribe. Most of the tribals have fled either
east and south to resettlement camps of westward into Laos where
other Bru have lived. A few may still be located in isolated mountain
villages, particularly to the southeast, and others may have recently
returned to the area. The Bru engaged in slash-and-burn agriculture,
hunted and fished, and many also worked as woodcutters. The only
ethnic Vietnamese settlement previously reported in this part of

Quang Tri Province was that at the district capital of Huong Hoa,
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almost 12 miles east of Lac Bao along Route QL 9 (see 1:50,000 map) .

Travel off major established routes in the Lao Bao area can be
extremely hazardous because of numerous mines and bomb duds, and
occasional booby traps, found throughout this area. Areas near
former military installatlons along Route QL 9 are particularly
dangerous as these were favorite locations for mine emplacement.
Heavy mining also has been reported around the former Lang Vel
military camp and Khe Sanh airfield, but the areal extent and current
status of these mines is not known. Almost as dangerous as the
mine fields is the especially virulent malaria endemic to this part
of Vietnam. Apparently it may affect even scme who have taken

suppressant medications.
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